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A Voyage to California 


Roy AEN President Polk’s message of December 5, 1848, confirmed 
the discovery of gold in the Sacramento Valley, the excitement 
in the East surpassed even that caused by the recent victories in Mexico 
or the election of Zachary Taylor, the war hero of the Whigs. Eager 
prospectors, unable to wait for the slow wagon trains which could not 
start until spring, engaged their passage on any rickety craft that would 
promise to round the Horn. Nearly twenty vessels left the Atlantic ports 
in the first month of the rush and ninety more got under way in January 
— among them the sailing ship Pacific, commanded by Captain Tibbets. 
Carrying a company of ninety young men, she slipped out of New York 
harbor on the night of the twenty-third and reached San Francisco on 
August 5, 1849. The Library has lately purchased a manuscript journal 
kept by Charles H. Williams, one of the youthful Argonauts, during 
the six tedious months of the voyage. Williams was only twenty-one 
at the time and had apparently never been away from his native Brook- 
lyn before. Very little is known about his background, but his entries 
suggest that he had recently graduated from college and that his tastes 
and interests were typical of the educated young men of the period. The 
journal itself is a large notebook of 182 lined pages. 

Several of the passengers of the Pacific were destined to play im- 
portant parts in the later history of California. Among them were J. D. 
B. Stillman, one of the pioneer physicians of the state; John Ross Browne, 
the first of the extravagant writers of the West; and Mark Hopkins, 
founder of the Union Pacific. Years afterwards the old railroad builder 
remarked to his biographer that as far as he knew “there was no pas- 
senger on the Pacific who did not become a respectable and useful citizen.” 
Stillman’s recollections of the voyage were published in his autobio- 
graphy, Seeking the Golden Fleece, 1877, and one portion of Ross Browne’s 
adventures appears in Crusoe Island;-A Ramble in the Footsteps of Alexander 
Selkirk, 1864. The present journal, however, seems to contain the only 
complete record of the trip, and is written with such spontaneity and 
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exuberance that it makes a refreshing supplement to the more formal accounts. 

In his impatience to be off, young Williams put his baggage aboard 
on the twentieth and said goodbye to his family, only to find that the 
ship would not sail for three more days. With unexpected time on his 
hands, he went back to Brooklyn “to eat the last of my turkeys,” had 
his daguerreotype taken, and “‘returned to the ship with a few luxuries 
just in time to bid Pa goodbye.” At the end of the first day at sea, re- 
velling in the adventures before him, he wrote gayly: 


“Tuesday, 23rd. Sea smooth, felt fine, good appetite. Music in the morn- 
ing, two violins, three flutes, an accordion, a French horn, and a dozen 
good voices. Ned Lefferts and Phil Walden rather inclined to be sick, rich 
scene. About half the passengers sick, good breakfast but rather late. Good 
dinner: tender roast beef, ham, potatoes, etc. Never ate more in my life. 
Singing in the afternoon. Enjoyed myself extremely this day. 7 o’clock tea, 
Y% 8 went to bed, slept finely.” 


In the two months that passed before the ship touched at Rio, he 
joined in the pranks and jollities of his fellow-passengers, kept up his 
reading and music, played chess, and wrote long letters to his family 
at home. He notes on January 26 that he “took a segar and Pickwick 
Club and soon was interested in its amusing pages,” but the next day 
declares that when he picked it up he fell into a doze. Evidently fancy- 
ing himself somewhat of a critic, he scanned the ship’s paper and com- 
mented, “Our Pacific Evening Journal was issued yesterday afternoon. 
And abounded with wit, etc. As usual the editor, Mr. Bingham of New 
York, has a comic as well as satirical way of writing and touches up the 
Captain very hard.” While Williams did not play any instrument him- 
self, he attended all the impromptu concerts and was a member of the 
choral group. On the fourth Sunday out he records, “Dressed myself 
pretty spriggish and went on deck to practice for our choir.” Never- 
theless, the voyage was tedious and the young adventurer occasionally 
suffered from homesickness. As early as the twenty-sixth of January 
he wrote, “Feeling quite a longing to see old Flatbush and the many 
dear friends it contains,” and the next Monday he confessed with even 
more feeling, “Begin to realize that a sea voyage is the greatest cure 
for Gold fever. Strong yearnings for Home.” 


“Mutiny” on the Pacific 


NE subject, however, was of never-failing interest to Charles Williams, 
and that was his food. After his first enthusiastic comment on the 
meals, he was more circumspect in his praise, and less than a week later 
was writing, “Things are beginning to degenerate in our fare and ac- 
commodations. Our cabin smells very badly, and the chief topic of con- 
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versation is the lack of comfort, poorness of food, &c. Row in prospective.” 

On the following Friday, the passengers gathered together for “a 
grand indignation meeting,” passed resolutions, and sent a copy to the 
captain who would not receive them. According to Dr. Stillman, the 
committee, headed by Ross Browne, N. D. Morgan, and Hiram Bing- 
ham, pointed out that they had paid a first class fare and were entitled 
to first class food, but their appeal only met with abuse. The next week 
“salt horse’ appeared on the table, and after a second clash with the 
angry passengers, Tibbets posted the following bill of fare: 


“Monday — Beef & Pudding 
Tuesday — Pork, Beans & Apples 
Wednesday — Beef & Pudding 
Thursday — Ham & Rice 

Friday — Pork & Beans 

Saturday — Beef, Pork & Apples.” 


Williams adds by way of comment, “Certainly enough to make landsmen’s 
mouths water.” From Tibbets’s point of view, the frequent petitions were 
an evidence of mutiny, and he went so far as to publish a bulletin threaten- 
ing to put the committee in irons, “which caused general indignation.” 
The Brooklyn lad, however, took no part in the organized protests, but 
worked out an ingenious method of his own for supplementing the meager 
fare. The only occupants of the forward cabin were the Griffin family 
of Hartford, with whom Williams soon made friends and whose chicken 
and rice pudding he frequently shared. As he unblushingly admits, “I 
am quite the envy of my companions, luxuriating as I do... on hot 
rolls, fritters, pan cakes, sausages, good tea and coffee.” 

The irascible captain made himself even more unpopular as the 
Pacific approached Rio — where he refused to answer the hails of pass- 
ing vessels and barely escaped a fatal collision with a Prussian brig. “As 
it was,’ Williams writes, “her flying jib-boom struck our spanker at the 
peak of which the American colors were flying . .. did no damage but 
carried them off.” This additional sign of the captain’s incompetence 
increased the resentment of the passengers, and as soon as they landed 
at Rio the committee sought out the American consul and laid their 
grievances before him. 


A Yankee at Rio 


N Wednesday, the seventh of March, the Pacific entered the famous 
harbor of Rio de Janeiro, then crowded with shipping of all nations 
and “of all sizes, from a man-of-war down to a miserable little felucca, 
with her crew of Portuguese and niggers.” At this time, the Brazilian 
capital was enjoying a bewildering prosperity from the frantic traffic 
around the Horn, and like the “roaring towns” of California was swarm- 
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ing with reckless and impulsive adventurers. Williams records that two 
American midshipmen who came aboard declared that “the people were 
terribly alarmed at the great influx of Yankees, and that the Emperor 
had ordered a double guard to be placed for the preservation of order.” 
He himself observed that “there was no less than 37 sail of square-rigged 
vessels coming up the harbor... most of which were Americans putting 
in for water, bound for California.” 

Once ashore, Williams discovered a Brooklyn friend, Charley Buck- 
master, who had arrived on another vessel, and they took rooms together 
at the crowded Hotel Pharoux. On Sunday five more American vessels 
entered the harbor, and Williams writes, “I found the noisiest set imagin- 
able raising the old Harry, so that I was really ashamed of them. The 
Guards are afraid of them for in three instances under my observation 
they have rescued prisoners who have been arrested for disorderly con- 
duct by them. Last night there was two serious rows, one just in front 
of the Palace.’’ Two days later he reflected, “I am sorry to say that a 
great many of the Americans here have disgraced the name outrageously.” 

Williams himself does not seem to have joined the roistering crew 
but to have spent most of his time in conscientious sightseeing. The 
great slaveholding empire of Brazil, under the benevolent rule of Dom 
Pedro II, fascinated the democratic Northerner, and he noted carefully 


its peculiar institutions and customs. On his first evening he inspected 
the Emperor’s town palace, “which has no particular pretensions to 


beauty of architecture, but looks like a very good comfortable house.” 
On Saturday he and Charley Buckmaster drove eight miles out of the 
city to the Botanical Gardens and on Monday visited the beautiful suburb 
of Prio Grande across the bay. At the theater he saw the Emperor him- 
self, whom he describes as a “fine looking man, tall and well made, with 
a very light complexion for a Brazilian.” The Empress, he considered, 
had “rather a pretty face, but is a short and dumpy little figure.” With 
a group of friends he climbed Mount Cocorando and for the first time 
saw the coffee-plant growing, and the next day attended a funeral high 
mass and a royal levee. His stay coincided with the national anniversary 
of the freedom of Brazil, and he was able to witness the celebration of 
that occasion, as well as one in honor of a prominent religious society. 
He was not particularly impressed by these displays, however, and com- 
mented, “I am getting tired enough of this Pageantry, and long to be 
at sea again.” The real adventure of his sojurn was his perilous ascent 
of the Sugar Loaf, whose bare height he had first noticed from the 
harbor. He describes the climb in great detail, making much of the danger 
of ascending the smooth rocks, roped tightly to his companions. Typical 
of his age, he puns gleefully, “My life was hung upon so insecure a 
thread, literally speaking.” 

Eventually the rebellious passengers had their way with the consul, 
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and though he had scarcely the authority to do it, he removed the can- 
tankerous Captain Tibbets and appointed another in his place. The new 
commander was anxious to be off, and after the necessary delay in se- 
curing his papers, got the Pacific under way on Tuesday, the third of 
April. Although Williams had enjoyed his three weeks ashore, he re- 
marked characteristically, “I find Rio a very expensive place for my 
narrow purse, and I have often thought that it would be much better 
to stop returning than going to California.” 


Around the Horn to Callao 


NCE the vessel had left Rio, Williams quickly fell back into the 

regular pattern of shipboard life, complaining, however, that he 
was “getting tired of the voyage and it seems very monotonous.” He 
does comment with evident relish on the improved bill of fare, writing 
the second day out, “Excellent breakfast and dinner. I could not have 
supposed that so great a change could be effected in so short a time.” 

As they went farther south into the “latitude of sights” — a whal- 
ing term which he quotes with obvious pleasure — the air became colder 
and the sea stormier. The journal is full of references to the black whales 
of the South Atlantic and to flocks of albatross and Cape pigeons wheeling 
above the vessel. On Tuesday, April 17, one of the great gales characteristic 
of the region struck the Pacific, and as Williams observed from a brief 
squint through the hatches, he never witnessed “a more gloomy or aw- 
fully grand sight.’”’ His own stateroom was drenched, and he barely 
saved his bedding from the inundation, yet he wrote cheerfully, “I could 
not help laughing, as every few moments something funny would turn 
up, some one rolling out of his hammock or bunk, or barrels and casks 
upsetting and rolling around, crockery smashing and everything in the 
staterooms not firmly lashed slinging around, a perfect cataract of water 
coming down the hatch.” 

A second gale struck on the twenty-first, put out the lights, hurled 
the food supplies from the shelves, and niade it impossible to serve any 
meals in the cabin. For once Williams did not seem downcast at such a 
culinary mishap, but describes the cook’s makeshifts with entire good 
humor. “It was fortunate in the ship being dry enough to keep fire 
going in the galley,” he declares, “so we had a hot roll and cup of coffee 
dealt out to each. I thought I should die laughing at the crowd as they 
swayed backwards and forwards holding their food in their respective 
hands, every moment some one pitching the whole width of the cabin 
carrying half a dozen with him, breaking cups, spilling coffee, etc...” 
The Pacific weathered the gale in safety, but her plight looked so serious 
that a passing vessel gave her up for lost. Dr. Stillman recalls that on 
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entering the Golden Gate they “learned the sad news of our wreck off 
Cape Horn and the loss of all on board.” 

On Saturday, May 19th, the lookout sighted the Juan Fernandez 
islands, the refuge of Alexander Selkirk, the true Robinson Crusoe. 
Restless from the long confinement, Phil Walden, Williams’s close friend, 
and ten others persuaded the captain to let them take a small boat and 
visit the romantic spot. Their adventures, highly colored to please his 
imaginative readers, were described by Ross Browne in his Crusoe’s 
Island, but Williams only mentions the anxiety and annoyance of the 
captain at the irresponsible behavior of his passengers. For his own part, 
Williams declares, “They tell the most marvellous stories of their ex- 
ploits in ascending the almost inaccessible crags about — and I should 
fill my journal if I should write 2oth part of their tales.” 

Because of the bad reputation of Americans in Valparaiso, the cap- 
tain decided to avoid that port and make straight for Callao. Wagers 
were taken as to the probable date of their arrival and the harbor was 
entered on Friday, June 1. Like Rio, Callao was feeling the effects of 
Sutter’s discovery and was crowded with shipping. Williams noted the 
appearance of three California-bound steamers and a number of French 
and English warships. “Great excitements here,’ he writes, “and the 
accounts [of the discovery] fully authenticated.” 

On his first day ashore he decided to walk the nine miles to Lima, 
examining the Peruvian countryside with the same meticulousness he 
had shown in Brazil. In the capital, he visited the historic churches, the 
market place, and the tomb of Pizarro, but concluded, “The chief at- 
traction of Lima, however, is the beauty of the ladies.” Searching for 
relics in the tomb of Rolla, he had the harrowing experience of feeling 
the pavement crumbling beneath his feet. “At the moment,” he writes, 
“T did not comprehend the danger, but found that I had escaped falling 
into a tomb 30 or 40 feet deep... I should not have been missed by my 
friends, as they would have supposed I had left the place, and could not 
have heard my voice.” Returning to Callao, he was introduced to Lieu- 
tenant Falls, the American who commanded the Peruvian navy, ex- 
amined the ruins left by the earthquake of 1746, and went duck hunting 
on the San Lorenzo islands. On the last day of their stay an English 
steamer pulled in from Panama, “bringing most glorious news from the 
‘Diggings’ with awful accounts of bloodshed in San Frisco. Any quan- 
tity of ‘lumps’ came with the passengers, some of which I had the plea- 
sure of feeling, which sent a thrill right through me.” 

The Pacific sailed on June 9th on the last lap of the long voyage, 
and Williams wrote, “Time slips along slowly. All settled down to the 


same old routine.” He took up his chess and his reading again and 
with the other passengers made elaborate preparations to celebrate 
the Fourth of July. In describing the activities of the day, he mentions 
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a military review which was held in the morning with “the New Eng- 
land Invincibles in full force; uniform, red shirts, black pants, and Cali- 
fornia hat,” and a hilarious dinner with “punch by the pail full and numerous 
regular and irregular toasts.” “The evening,” he declares, “was most 
lovely and a good many sights, such as chained bears, animals, etc. were 
got up for the amusement of the sailors, and all.” 


E1 Dorado 


N Sunday, August 5, the Pacific, fog-bound all night, entered the 
Golden Gate and San Francisco lay before the adventurers. Williams, 
already faintly disillusioned, wrote: 


“The shore is bold and rugged and the rocks covered with guano. At 
the right going in is the ruins of an old fort, which is on a point, and turn- 
ing this to the right again you soon get a full view of the shipping and 
town of San Frisco... The harbor is filled with ships, some across the 
bay laying up and others at the town discharging of all sizes. The land 
presents a most singular appearance from the hills being covered here and 
there with clumps of tents, which are occupied by the adventurers, pre- 
senting a very uninviting appearance ... We all went ashore in a short 
time and a most ludicrous singular and grotesque scene was presented to 
me. Everything shows that the place is just built up, and groups of all 
nations, Yankees, English, Chilianos, Spaniards, Mexicans, etc. and Chinese 
were wandering about ... Everything is on the most extravagant plan; 
poor frame buildings of small size rent from 75 to 100,000 dollars per 
month, $500 per month for small stores, and everything in proportion. The 
roads are hard clay, and as the winds were high, the dust was most unpleasant. 

“I was surprised to see such perfect order and decorum here. All sorts 
of merchandise lay about exposed, some of the most valuable description. 
The authorities caught and punished severely a party of regulators who 
called themselves the hounds, which put a stop to these troubles. They 
are still more strict at the mines and the utmost order prevails. A great 
many goods are most ruinously high and others very low. Board $10 per 
day and washing $8 per dozen, while shirts are $4.00 per dozen; the most 
singular incongruities occur. Gambling is carried on to a most alarming ex- 
tent; great piles of money are lost and won by those returning from the 
mines. One captain won 75,000 dollars in one night. Passage to the Sacra- 
mento $16.00 and from there to the mines $32.00 with 100 pounds of baggage 
allowed. 


The next day he noted, “This afternoon got our tents pitched in 
Happy Valley about 34 of a mile from the landing. Have our water quite 
near us and using our gold washer for cooking.” This apparently was 
all the use Williams ever had for his implements, since the mining company 
he had joined in Brooklyn suddenly dissolved. He himself was ill from 
the effects of the climate and in a melancholy mood. 

The journal breaks off here, and there are no more entries except 
a few dispirited comments penned in May and June 1850. Though he 
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does not say so, Williams appears to have left the vicinity of San Fran- 
cisco and to have experimented with ranching and storekeeping. He was 
still desperately homesick and wrote on June Ist, “Oh, for a lodge, &c. 
Sun hot today. Baked mallard for dinner. How epicurean ! ! ! Not much 
appetite. I wish to heaven I was on old Long Island’s sea-girt shore.” 
Two days later he went to San Francisco and discovered that his friend 
Charley Buckmaster had started back to the East, leaving him entirely 
alone. The dust, the loneliness, and the snakes seem to have been more 
than he could stand, and the journal comes to an abrupt close on June 
16. The final entry reads, “Another great fire in San Francisco on Wed- 
nesday last. 3,000,000 dollars destroyed. High winds for a week past.” 

The sad termination of the whole adventure is emphasized by an 
eight-stanza manuscript poem, “He Died in the Land of Gold,” carefully 
written out in a woman’s hand and pinned to the closing page. As far 
as Williams is concerned, however, it is nothing but a pretty sentiment, 
for he shortly left California and returned to Brooklyn to practice law. 


Kk 


Charles Williams’s journal is one of a number of interesting Cali- 
fornia manuscripts recently added to the Library’s collections. The papers 
of Samuel C. Upham, Sacramento’s first publisher, contain invaluable mater- 
ial for any study of the gold rush or the early settlement of the state. They 
include the draft of his Notes of a Voyage to California, about thirty letters 
written in 1849 and 1850 to his wife and brother, and a summary of his 
experiences prepared for the Eastern papers. The Library has also ac- 
quired four letters by J. R. Cutter of West Cambridge, who crossed 
Panama on his way to San Francisco, and two poems composed in cele- 
bration of the Fourth of July by the passengers of the bark Orb. This 
vessel belonged to a group of wealthy young Bostonians and had been 
bought expressly to take them around the Horn. Some of these items 
will be described in future issues of More Books. 


ELIZABETH L. ADAMS 
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